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Preface
In 1990 I first started doing ethnographic research in Impalahoek 1 -a village of the South African lowveld populated by approximately 20,000 Northern Sotho and Tsonga speakers. At the time Impalahoek seemed to be on the brink of revolutionary change. Comrades (young political activists associated with the African National Congress) had rendered Lebowa -the Northern Sotho 'Bantustan' of apartheid South Africaeffectively ungovernable. A few years previously, Comrades had accused a number of elders of witchcraft and violently executed them. At the time there were ongoing battles between the youth and an organisation of adults called the Sofasonke ('We Die Together') Civic Union, which had resulted in three brutal murders.
As a white anthropologist, I soon realised the need to hire research assistants. I desperately required local helpers to steer me through the minefield of tumultuous and tense political situations. My research was also hampered by my poor command of the local languages -Northern Sotho and Tsonga. With this aim in mind I approached a teacher, Macbeth Shai, but he was unable to help me because he coached soccer each afternoon. Macbeth, a good judge of character, introduced me to some of his colleagues whom he said would make able assistants. I became great friends with many of those to whom he introduced me, and with them I formed the most productive working relationships of my professional career. I managed to complete 30 months of fieldwork that formed the basis of a monograph on witchcraft and political processes, and also a host of articles on topics such as dances, ethnicity, masculinity, politics, sexuality, taboos, and violence.
Throughout my fieldwork I involved my assistants as co-researchers rather than as mere guides, interpreters, and research subjects. They assisted me in identifying research problems, selecting informants, doing participant observation, and also in interpreting information. The last task often provoked fierce debates. Since I held full-time teaching positions throughout the period of my fieldwork, I could not secure prolonged 1 The name of this village and of all persons in this monograph are pseudonyms. Unless otherwise specified all non-English terms are in Northern Sotho. xvii www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-1-107-01628-6 -Witchcraft and a Life in the New South Africa Isak Niehaus Frontmatter More information xviii Preface research leave. Instead of the conventional year in the field, I became a migrant, oscillating between the cities where I taught during term time, and Impalahoek, where I conducted research over vacations. Some of the most important tasks of my assistants were noting the details and dates of important events that happened in my absence.
I used several research assistants and sustained very different relationships with each of them. Jimmy Mohale, a teacher who was 27 years old in 1990, was one assistant whom I soon came to regard as my closest colleague and friend. Whereas some of my other assistants were better mentors and were more readily available for fieldwork, I tended to interact more easily with Jimmy on a social level. Jimmy and I both loved drinking beer, talking about history, cooking exotic dishes, and watching films. He regularly visited me at my homes in Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban, and Pretoria. In Cape Town, Jimmy and my mother drew much attention when they scooped up ice-cold seawater in large plastic Coca-Cola bottles at Bloubergstrand. The water was later to be used for healing rituals in Impalahoek. As a fieldwork interlocutor, Jimmy increasingly occupied the role of a coeval, much as Al Muhammed had during Rabinow's Moroccan fieldwork (Rabinow 1977) . The end of apartheid came in 1994, and friendships between white and black men were then easier and more commonplace than they had been in the past.
In 2002, Jimmy abruptly ceased working with me. There was never any overt argument between us, but I found it virtually impossible to locate him in the afternoons after school, or even on weekends. On the few occasions that I did meet him, he always offered some excuse. He either desperately had to go somewhere, or urgently had to attend to some family matter. I gained the impression that Jimmy purposefully avoided me: that he was no longer prepared to work for the small daily stipend I paid, or to continue assuming the subservient and stressful position of being a research assistant, described so aptly by van Binsbergen (2003: 51-74) . However, Jimmy's kin and other friends told me a different story. Far from being too proud to work as a research assistant, they said that Jimmy was in a great predicament and was ashamed. He had deserted his wife and three children for a much younger woman, drank heavily, and became extremely short-tempered -even with the best of friends. Moreover, I learnt from Jimmy's brother that he now openly accused his own father of witchcraft, and that he had even gone so far as to consult diviners to kill the old man with vengeance magic (letšwa).
Perhaps Jimmy's strategy of avoiding me was wise. Through time I had become exceptionally fond of his children, was furious about what he had done to them, and openly sympathized with his wife. I also respected Jimmy's father, who had always treated me very courteously and kindly.
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Jimmy was correct to assume that, despite his earnest attempts to educate me about witchcraft, I did not share his beliefs about his father's hidden malevolence.
As my anger receded, I began to fear that I might lose a friendship that still meant a great deal to me. I was therefore extremely happy, early in 2004, when Jimmy approached me and two other friends, as we were eating lunch and reading newspapers in my car, parked underneath the shade of a large tree. Jimmy greeted us, joined in, and began talking to us on the topic of local names that we were investigating at that time. A few months later he accompanied me to Pretoria and spent a pleasant week at my home. Jimmy now realised that I had already heard of his divorce and of his assertions about his father's witchcraft, but that I had not learnt about their details. Believing that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, he vowed to tell me the full story of the events that had transpired in his life. His telling took the form of a biographical narrative told with enormous honesty and great narrative skill during the course of 21 sessions at my home in Pretoria, my small rondavel (round thatch-roofed house) at the Wits Rural Facility, 2 and at his home in Impalahoek. On 11 June 2005, whilst we were still recording his biography, Jimmy unexpectedly suffered a serious attack of pneumonia. To Jimmy it was obvious that his sickness was the result of his father's witchcraft, and he consulted a range of diviners and Christian healers in his quest for a cure. He only once consulted a general practitioner. I suspected that Jimmy's sickness might well be AIDS-related, pleaded with him that he go to the hospital, and gave him money for this purpose. But Jimmy argued that biomedical practitioners cannot cure witchcraft, and proceeded to visit yet more diviners and Christian healers. His condition rapidly deteriorated, but he still defiantly refused biomedical treatment. I drove to Bushbuckridge to see Jimmy on the first weekend of September 2005, and was shocked to see how much weight he had lost and how shallow his breathing had become. I asked Jimmy whether there was anything that I could do for him. He suspected that I wanted to take him to the Nelspruit Mediclinic, and commanded me not to become involved in managing his sickness, but rather to complete his biography. On Friday 16 September, Jimmy's brother, Henry Mohale, phoned my office in Pretoria to tell me that Jimmy had died in the Mankweng Hospital outside Polokwane, at five o'clock the previous morning.
Even before then, I had realised that Jimmy's experiences could offer genuinely new insight into witchcraft beliefs in the contexts of South 2 The Wits Rural Facility is operated by the University of the Witwatersrand and is used to accommodate researchers and to expose students to the realities of rural South Africa. It is located a few kilometers outside Impalahoek.
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